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Reger and Film Music1
It is proper that I should begin by admitting that I am only an apprentice
Reger-scholar. In planning this invited paper I nevertheless learned much
about how and why a British Mahler- and Schreker specialist, interested
in the music of Hans Pfitzner and Franz Schmidt, might have remained
so inconsistently ignorant of Reger. Setting aside, for the moment, the
specific question of film music, what I have learned is clearly of relevance
to questions about why Reger appears not to ‘travel well’ internationally
and about his reception by a UK audience.
I really should have done better, given the presence of Reger enthusiasts
in Leeds, in West Yorkshire, where I taught at the University through the
1980s and early ’90s. My colleague Graham Barber did his best – but then
he was an organist and his instrument was perhaps irrationally associated
in my mind with overbearing ecclesiastical dogma and solemnity. ‘Reger
the German organist-composer’ is a categorisation that has perhaps limited
his audience outside his homeland. Graham Barber did, however, manage
to win me over to the Tone Poems after Böcklin, about which I shall have
more to say. And then there was the remarkable Vice-Chancellor of Leeds
University, Edward Boyle – ‘Lord Boyle’ as we properly knew him. In con-
versation, soon after interviewing me for the post, he was asking abstruse
and (by me) unanswerable questions about specific movements in Reger
String Quartets (he had ensured that the Wiesbaden complete edition was
subscribed to in the 1970s by the University’s Brotherton Library). Here,
then, my organist colleague was matched by a no less influential figure,
but one who was not ‘a musician’ in any clear sense and could therefore be
politely pigeon-holed as a special-interest fanatic – another category, like
that of organist, at whose protestations some find it best to smile encour-
agingly and quickly walk on. I should, of course, have stayed a little longer
to listen.
A BBC relay of Reger’s Gesang der Verklärten by the North German
Radio Choir and Orchestra under Roland Bades pierced with its raptur-
ous ecstasies my otherwise unthinking resistance to Reger, long before the
Leipzig invitation to the conference from which these essays derive finally
1This is an extended version of a paper delivered in Leipzig, May 2016.
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forced me to confront him with proper application. But the conference-
organisers’ suggested topic of ‘Reger and Film Music’ seemed to set up a
new barrier to progress – given that Reger wrote no film music (the ‘silent’
era was well-enough under way in 1916 for it to have been just conceivable
that he might have done so). After all, his best-known link to the later
world of Hollywood film-music was Miklós Rózsa – through Reger’s pupil
Hermann Grabner, who taught Rózsa at the Leipzig Conservatoire in the
1920s. But Rózsa was not reticent about expressing his dislike of Reger’s
music. For all his grudging admiration for its contrapuntal mastery (I shall
return to this), Rózsa thought Reger “uninspired, dry and too German.”2
Together with Reger’s known affiliation with the rigours of so-called ‘Abso-
lute Music’, these imputed attributes constitute the ingredients of critical
opposition to Reger’s progress north of the north-German coast – for all
the relative success of his visit to England in 1909. His two concerts at the
Bechstein Hall were then received with interest by a country that at that
time was more ready to welcome visitors from Germany than would be the
case for some decades afterwards.
Reger the Absolutist
We have only to think of Theodor W. Adorno and Hanns Eisler’s denuncia-
tion of music’s being reduced, in Hollywood, to the level of a mere ‘servant’
of narrative and of drama3 to see how Reger’s Absolute Music seemed in-
tentionally distanced from such indignities. For Rózsa, Absolute Music
was implicitly affiliated in Germany not only with oft-vaunted ‘spiritual’
values, but also with Nationalism and the kind of Elitism associated with
pedantic formalism and an opposition to the crowd-pleasing sensational-
ism. The latter was deemed to be a function of ‘programmatic’ narrative
tone-poems and post-Wagnerian music dramas produced and supported by
the Munich ‘Neuromantik’ composers and writers, led by Richard Strauss,
his boyhood friend Ludwig Thuille and the critic Rudolf Louis. That, of
course, was the musical-cultural tendency out of which film music would
naturally evolve. But the supposed improprieties of that tendency, and
2Miklós Rózsa, Double Life. The Autobiography of Miklós Rózsa (Tunbridge Wells,
Kent: 1984 [1982]), p. 23.
3See Theodor Adorno & Hanns Eisler, Composing for the Films, with a new intro-
duction by Graham McCann (London: The Athlone Press, 1994), p. 20 & passim
[originally published as by Hanns Eisler alone, New York: Oxford University Press,
1947 & London: Dennis Dobson, 1951].
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their ready-made labels, were themselves, of course, all constructions, fo-
cussing critical-discursive strategies that we might now wish to examine,
to de-construct even.
As a supporter of the 1970s and ’80s project of New Musicology, I can
surely not allow myself to accept those opposing categories of Absolutists
versus New Germans without critical consideration. Rózsa’s formulaic crit-
ical assessment of Reger clearly reflects other non-German responses to
the composer. Some of the reviews of Reger’s 1909 London concerts had
described his music as “mathematical”, with a “minimum of poetic basis”,
and in 1916 The Musical Times prophesied that “not much of it will survive
very long outside Germany.”4 But I am not at all sure that I want to accept
the link, whether made negatively by non-Germans or positively by Ger-
mans, between ‘Absolute Music’ – one of the great intellectual inventions
of German Romanticism – and German Nationalism and Elitism. Some or
all of these terms were nevertheless linked in late nineteenth-century crit-
ical discourse. The ever-expanding audience for symphonic and operatic
music was encouraging the conservative critical formation of what later
would be known as the mass-culture debate (to please the masses assumed
to mean pandering to poor taste). This would leave composers, obviously
reliant on that audience for their income, both practising and rejecting
various things implied by such criticism, adopting creative strategies that
reflected not just a modernist “anxiety of influence”5 as a more socially-
based, culturally-politically sensitive anxiety of affiliation, as I would call it.
Richard Strauss clearly alluded to this factionalism after the performance
of Reger’s tone-poems after Böcklin, when he suggested to the composer:
“Reger, noch einen Schritt und Sie sind bei uns”6 – one more step in that
direction and Reger would have burnt his boats and become one of them, a
Neuromantiker, a programmaticist! The double indicators of what Profes-
sor Popp has characterized as Reger’s having “resolutely flown the banner
4Quotations from relevant editions of The Musical Times in Percy A, Scholes, The
Mirror of Music, 1844–1944, Vol. 1 (London: Novello with Oxford University Press,
1947), p. 451.
5The phrase coined by Harold Bloom in his book The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory
of Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973).
6Quoted by Susanne Popp in her Preface to the 1990 Eulenburg score of Reger, Vier
Tondichtungen nach Böcklin , op. 128 [Berlin: Bote und Bock, 1913], Edition Eulen-
burg, no. 8020 (London: Ernst Eulenburg, 1990), p.VI.
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of absolute music”7, while actually sending Duke Georg a compromisingly
‘programmatic’ description of the Böcklin pieces, were signs of a very com-
mon tension in the practice of composers in a period when Gustav Mahler,
for example, struggling to assert a ‘German’ identity, was forever issuing
‘private’ elucidatory programmes which he would then retract or publicly
disavow.8
For us the resolution of this tension might be found not in seeking de-
cisively to separate the programmatic goats from the absolute sheep, but
to accept that they had long interbred – and had perhaps been wrongly
identified in the first place. We will not get very far now by simply trying
to appropriate the 1890s understanding of ‘Absolute Music’. The associ-
ated, but longer-lived Romantic category of ‘classical music’ certainly pro-
jected ethical purity and goodness in opposition to self-indulgent (worse:
populist) ‘bad’ forms of composition (think of Robert Schumann on this).
This, however, was more effectively problematized by late-Romantic prac-
tice than by those over-determined, later public avowals of affiliation with
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart or Johann Sebastian Bach by composers like
Mahler, Strauss and Pyotr Tchaikovsky. From an international perspective,
Reger was a most interesting product of the tension which underlay Schu-
mann’s exasperation at the bourgeois audience for Ludwig van Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony from which he sought to liberate the sensitive Eusebius.
Schumann’s aim was to replace value-through-social-‘interpretation’ with
a cultic value-through-musical-professionalism linked to exclusion of the
audience; his solution was portentously to take a vow of interpretative
silence.9
Permit me just one glancing allusion to a Reger joke: In Leipzig, on 1st
May 1911, Count Harry Kessler heard Reger play in Frau Asénieff’s house;
Reger’s wife and the painter and sculptor Max Klinger were also present:
Reger is a fat, hulking colossus with an unhealthy complexion, child-
ishly vulgar in his conversation.10
7Ibid., p. VII.
8See Peter Franklin: Mahler: Symphony no.3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1991), pp. 5–7.
9I refer, of course, to Schumann’s ‘Fastnachtsrede von Florestan’ (1835), reprinted in
Robert Schumann, Gesammelte Schriften über Musik und Musiker, I, Herausgegeben
von Dr. Heinrich Simon (Leipzig: Philipp Reclam, n. d.), pp. 53–56.
10Journey to the Abyss. The Diaries of Count Harry Kessler 1880–1918, ed. and trans.
Laird M. Easton (New York: Vintage Books, 2013), p. 528.
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The composer seems to have launched into some funny stories, one involv-
ing soft cheese that he had secretly pushed into the pockets of the winter
coat of a friend. Kessler was disgusted, yet added this:
But he plays Bach with a tenderness and intimacy, with a freshness
that I have never experienced. Curious, the cohabitation of this
refinement and this completely crude lack of culture in one breast.
In everything that is not musical he seems to have remained behind
at the level of a mere shop boy; perhaps because, as his wife related,
he began to earn his keep as a seven-year-old playing the organ and
ever since then has worked ten hours a day.11
What is particularly interesting in Kessler’s account is the language he
employs to describe Reger’s playing of Bach – a composer who in the
later nineteenth century came to join and even dominate the Romantics’
pantheon of ‘divine’, ‘purely musical’ genius. The epithets “tender”, “inti-
mate”, “fresh” (I rely here upon the American translation of Kessler’s di-
aries) are intriguing for their expressively-communicative bodiliness, more
usually associated in popular discourse with Frédéric Chopin or the tender,
erotically intimate chromaticism of Richard Wagner’s Tristan than with
the supposedly strict and severe master of ‘purely musical’ fugues.
We know, of course, that Reger himself made public statements to the
effect that he did not care to take ‘sides’ in contemporary musical de-
bates – although he was not always reticent in expressing his thoughts
about contemporaries whose music he disliked or could not comprehend
(like Mahler, or the Schoenberg of the Op.11 Piano Pieces).12 Faction-
alism aside, Reger’s stated belief that there were ‘many roads to Rome’
might itself be classified in terms of the critical tradition that went back
to mid-eighteenth-century attempts, by Johann Joachim Quantz and oth-
ers, to develop conceptual tools that might facilitate the re-imagining of
Bach, not as the gothic monster of mystical polyphony envisaged by Jo-
hann Adolph Scheibe, but as a combiner of prevailing French, English and
Italian styles, who led the way to a synthetic, specifically ‘German’ style
of the future that brought together the best features of all – perhaps a
11Ibid., p. 528.
12Reger commented on the Schoenberg piano pieces in a well-known 1910 letter to
August Stradal in which he declined to describe them as “music”. See Helmut Wirth,
Reger (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1973), p. 50.
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kind of Euro-heroism avant la lettre.13 Working through the dense un-
dergrowth of its various critical images, I am even led to ask of Reger’s
Bach, of the ‘tradition’ to which he professed allegiance, an almost blas-
phemous question: How absolute was Absolute Music? Was it ever ‘pure’
in the sense of that incorporeal intellectualized formalism – like Hesse’s
Glasperlenspiel14 – with which Scheibe and others, whether negatively or
positively, came to associate it in the century following Bach’s death? Even
to accord an innate ‘Germanness’ to it is to stray from the path of mystical
transcendence and find ourselves back in a bodily, expressive and political
social world.
Reger the Late-Romantic
My suggestion that Reger’s Absolute Music can also be a manner or mode
of late-Romantic modernism – a kind of mask – accompanies a deeper
suspicion that much music of this period was not ‘absolute’ at all. This
is not apparently something that Reger’s second-generation pupil Miklós
Rózsa would have accepted, given his assessment of Reger’s music as “unin-
spired”, “dry” and “Germanic”. These epithets are used in close proxim-
ity in Rózsa’s autobiographical references to Reger’s contrapuntal mastery
and give rise to a joke designed to debunk the authoritarian compositional
manner by which he seems to have felt oppressed in Gradner’s classes
in Leipzig (where his class-mates, he felt, “all composed in more or less
the same style – dry, contrapuntal and institutional”). Recalling his work-
books filled with “pages of fugal exercises which were the fruit of Gradner’s
counterpoint lessons”, he noted the appropriateness of commentators’ ob-
servations about his later film music: “that frequently when I have had
13In his 1972 treatise Über die Flöte traversiere zu spielen, Quantz suggested that
“a mixed taste, composed of what is good in both [French and Italian styles] must
be unfailingly more general and more pleasing. For a music that is accepted and
pronounced good not by a single country or a single province [. . .] but by many
peoples [. . .] must be, if based in all other respects on reason and sound feeling,
beyond all dispute the best.” Quoted from Oliver Strunk, Source Readings in Music
History (New York: Norton, 1950), p. 597–598.
14I refer to Hermann Hesse’s 1943 novel Das Glasperlenspiel [The Glass Bead Game],
in which the mysterious game of the title, which might begin with the “theme of a
Bach fugue”, is characterized as “an elite, symbolic form of seeking for perfection. . .”
(Hesse, The Glass Bead Game, trans. Richard and Clara Winston [1960] (London:
Penguin Books, 1972), p. 41.
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chases to write for scores in motion pictures, I have tended to do them in
fugal style (in Latin ‘fuga’ means ‘flight’).”15
The juxtaposition of ‘high’ style with the low purpose of illustrating
cinematic chase scenes was meant to hurt. It was a deliberate, back-handed
way of retrospectively mocking the ethos of Gradner and Karl Straube
(who also taught Rózsa), and one that was clearly intended to reinscribe
as ‘old-German’ the style of Reger, in contrast to the New German late-
Romanticism of Rózsa’s own cinematic manner, with its drama, its grand
melodies and atmospheric ‘effects’ that catered precisely for the ‘unmusical’
popular audience in whose company Reger and his adherents might never
have admitted to feeling comfortable. Kessler’s bemusement at Reger’s
contradictory social personality rather tends to add fuel to the suspicion
that his historical position amidst the confusing, apparently oppositional
musical manners and affiliations of the period, was far from straightforward:
“refinement” and “crude lack of culture” (to recall Kessler’s words) might
indeed reside in the same breast, and to complex effect.
In order to make my way back, at last, to my unlikely topic of ‘Reger
and Film Music’, I must inevitably focus in more closely on the orchestral
works of the Meiningen period, when Reger found himself in charge of a
high-class modern orchestra whose association with von Hans von Bülow
and Richard Strauss seems to have led him to experiment rather boldly
with the Neuromantik, or ‘New German’, style. His success was confirmed
by a still large, still eager audience for such music – many of whose mem-
bers would soon be frequenting the movie houses where such music quite
literally dominated for a time, before the advent of sound film, even as
it rubbed shoulders with worldly and ‘uncultured’ vaudeville songs and
popular dance-band music.
I have been implying that all music at this time was potentially ‘program-
matic’, in the sense that it might evoke moods, places, atmospheres and
map developmental trajectories towards satisfying goals – be they grandiose
final celebrations of a theme, as in Reger’s Mozart Variations, or the sim-
ple Tierce de Picardie at the end of a chromatic Bach fugue as played
“tenderly” and “intimately” by Reger in Kessler’s presence. However, if
I am to suggest that some of Reger’s music might have served the silent
cinema rather well, we need to ask more specific questions about the kind
15The last three quotations in this paragraph are from Rózsa, Double Life (see note 2),
p. 24.
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of relationship it would bear to the images passing before our eyes (many
of which had previously been imagined in the programmatic descriptions of
their own and others’ music by Franz Liszt, Richard Wagner and Richard
Strauss).
The film-composer manqué
The early cinema of the so-called ‘silent’ era, from around 1900 to 1927, de-
veloped from technology initially demonstrated and utilized as little more
than a sideshow novelty – like the short moving-picture-show of the train
arriving in the station that had audiences leaping from their seats as it
appeared to bear down upon them. As a kind of magic trick, it had been
part of the world of popular entertainment, related to dioramas, panoramas
and magic lantern shows. Its earliest narrative forms were accompanied by
music from the vaudeville shows in which they were often presented, partly
to cover the sound of the noisy projection machines, or simply to avoid a
genuine, unnatural and uneasy silence. As cinematography developed, it
rapidly devised ways of telling stories and presenting dramas. From the
mid-teens of the new century, indeed around the time of Reger’s death, full-
length dramas were being created by fledgling film companies which, at the
top end of the market, would sometimes play to commissioned scores that
ran for the length of the film; at the lower end, musical accompaniment was
compiled from easily available popular and classical music in an on-going
medley of styles and manners that were loosely linked to the onscreen ac-
tion. The composers of the rare, big commissioned scores from the start
relied upon recurring themes and motifs whose use was modelled on Ital-
ian opera and the Lisztian tone-poem, as much as on Wagner’s Leitmotiv
practice. But that connection with New German School ‘programmaticism’
raises complex questions about the extent to which Music was reduced here,
in the Adorno-Eisler sense, to the demeaning role of ‘illustrating’ the film or
whether film narrative techniques may actually have developed out of pro-
grammatically conceived, or programmatically interpreted, opera overtures
and symphonic works. The language of Wagner’s narrative explanations of
his own and others’ music (like Beethoven’s) was frequently reliant upon
phrases like “we see” or “we suddenly see”; his descriptions would entail
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scenes or brief scenarios in which ‘flashbacks’ occur, jump-cuts are made
and so on.16
Reger was not a composer of grand romantic melodies that live in the
memory or inspire listeners’ anticipation of their pleasurable return (I ex-
cept variations of course). Such recurring themes would often be deployed
to mark the opening or close of structural units of silent-cinematic narra-
tive that might be given the same tint in high-quality prints (whole sections
of the film stock would simply be treated with a single-colour dye, so that
sepia would change to light blue, red or green for interrelated sections).
The manner in which the themes were presented (as much as the themes
themselves) would have been tailored to the expressive needs of the scene
(sombre and slow, joyful and quick, for example). This is where early film-
music capitalized intriguingly upon the complex techniques of so-called
‘programme-music’, or perhaps the Wagnerian ‘underscoring’ of long nar-
rative monologues, drawing upon the richness and variety of ways in which
such musical referentiality functioned in the late-Romantic period. This is
where Reger might have made his contribution. To understand it we need
to probe the kinds of programmaticism in which he permitted himself to
indulge in those Meiningen-period works.
Conservative, elitist and perhaps German-nationalist critics typically
used a broad brush with which to scorn programmaticism as pandering
to audiences with populist aural firework-displays and crude referentiality
of the kind in which Richard Strauss often satirically claimed to indulge –
and perhaps did in works like the Symphonia Domestica. Reger’s program-
maticism was often of a more elusively subtle and complex kind, which
merits careful examination as providing exemplary models of the more so-
phisticated modes of cinematic music to come in the decades immediately
following his untimely death, in the inter-war period and beyond.
The 1913 Vier Tondichtungen nach Arnold Böcklin are key examples, not
least for the fact that they advertise their multi-media linkage of music and
image. In the case of the last movement (‘Bacchanal’) this linkage appears
to relate to no specific painting by Böcklin, but rather the ‘bacchanalian’
character of many of his subjects – indeed like the 1883 painting Im Spiel
der Wellen, whose title was appropriated by Reger for the second Tondich-
16I discuss this at greater length in Peter Franklin, ‘Underscoring Drama – Picturing
Music’ in: Jeongwon Joe and Sander Gilman (eds.), Wagner and Cinema (Blooming-
ton & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2010), pp. 46–64.
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tung. This painting itself constitutes a kind of ‘programmatic’ canvas in
which Böcklin’s Dionysian images of figures and characters from classical
mythology seen disporting in the waves represent members of the family
of the painter’s friend, the marine zoologist Anton Dohrn (they include a
generously Reger-proportioned centaur and a scary, apparently black mer-
child).17 The variously nervous or luxuriating naked bodies of the Dohrn
women-folk are encouraged by a flower-garlanded faun, who may have been
Dohrn himself. Their abandoned play in the waves is amusingly depicted
by Reger in the tempo and manner of a kind of waltz – that famously lasciv-
ious dance to which the European bourgeoisie indeed took like proverbial
ducks to water. I am sure Reger must have laughed at the irreverently joy-
ous image with its seaside-postcard naughtiness of glimpsed pink bottoms
and breasts.
The two scherzo-like movements of the Böcklin set seem, then, to confirm
the cultural prejudice of the anti-programmaticists. They adopt a musical
vernacular that tends to give voice to Reger’s coarser side (perhaps that
of the cheese-prankster) and appear to support the ideological bias of asso-
ciating programmatic referentiality with bourgeois popularizing. The two
slow movements, however, demonstrate a much more subtle and, indeed,
modern approach to the linkage of music and image. They could well be
taken as highly instructive models for film composers of the future, for all
that the images are static ‘tableaux’: first of the hermit playing his violin
at a wayside shrine. He remains un-aware of the young angels and ‘putti’
who, in Böcklin’s painting, have indeed responded to a ‘pure’ music of
Palestrinian character that is performatively depicted by the saintly solo
violinist (it always makes me think of the cruder, if nonetheless memorable,
scene of the blind violinist-hermit who gently welcomes the fearsome mon-
ster into his hut in James Whale’s film The Bride of Frankenstein of 1935).
‘The Isle of the Dead’ demands even closer consideration here.
I was fascinated to read in Professor Popp’s introduction to the Eulen-
berg score of other, ‘forgotten’ German musical treatments of this famous
Böcklin painting,18 but would refer here for comparison to the long, no
less masterly tone-poem of 1905 on this same subject, and with the same
17I rely for this information on Christian Lenz, The Neue Pinakothek – Munich (London:
Scala Books, 1989), p. 83 (caption to Fig. 3, a reproduction of Bocklin’s ‘In the play
of the waves’).
18Susanne Popp, Introduction to Reger, Vier Tondichtungen nach Böcklin, Op. 128
(revised Eulenburg score), p.VII.
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title, by Sergey Rakhmaninov. Here was a composer who would often be
alluded to or directly utilized by the film industry in the 1930s and ’40s;
his approach – cumulatively quite similar to Reger’s (I am not aware that
Reger knew of it) – is distinguished by a more evident attempt to derive
movement from the picture, to derive a kind of narrative from it, registered
in the lugubrious 5-4 pulse and swaying ostinato figure that suggests the
steady pull of the rower’s long oars, that are clearly visible in the Leipzig
version of the painting.19 These propel the coffin, and its white-robed at-
tendant, across the water to the sepulchral island with its dark poplars and
massed tombs. Reger’s much more compressed tone-poem adopts a differ-
ent strategy, evoking from the outset an expressive subjectivity – be it that
of the robed attendant or, more relevantly perhaps, that of the viewer of the
painting. Reger’s ‘musical prose’ (in Schoenberg’s sense), which one might
parse as a series of contemplative poetic strophes or stanzas, is expressive
rather than evocative: it expresses, in modern, at times expressionistic
manner, the stream of consciousness of someone contemplating the image,
contemplating death in a profoundly personal way. Its darkly reverential
solemnity – opening like the preludial underscore to one of Wotan’s great
retrospective monologues in the Ring Cycle – repeatedly fails to sustain
the reverential calm it seeks, breaking out in a series of agonized outbursts
of pain and despair that give way (rather than give rise) to a closing mood
of what Reger called the movement’s “final transfiguration” – a moving
gesture of loving acceptance that I hear as much closer to late Mahler than
Reger might have wished to acknowledge – a brief, world-embracing gesture
of love and farewell that comes to rest in D-flat major.
Not reckoning with the sophistication of the audience for such music,
Reger – in his letter to the Duke about the premiere – expressed surprise
that it was the two slow movements, whose music he categorized as “eerie”
[Schauerlich],20 that seemed to have won the most appreciative applause;
the bacchanalian movements the audience may simply have taken in its
stride. The reception issue is key. By 1913 the central-European cultural
pact between high-art and the public was elsewhere being abandoned in
favour of a polarizing Modernism that inherited and tried to appropri-
ate the old Romantic notion of Classical Music as ‘pure’ and ‘absolute’.
The Second Vienna School, whose leader’s development left Reger as near
19Leipzig, Museum der bildenden Künste: Arnold Böcklin, Die Toteninsel, 1886.
20Susanne Popp, Introduction to the revised Eulenburg score, p. IX.
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speechless as he could be, were abandoning the aims of the Vereinigung
Schaffender Tonkünstler of 1904–1905, which had been to educate the pub-
lic away from the conservative negativity of reactionary critics.21 At the
end of the First World War Schoenberg’s new society for “Privataufführun-
gen” now presented uncompromising and sometimes uncommunicative New
Music for latter-day Davidsbündler who had given up on audiences as well
as critics in favour of a circle of worshipful devotees. Reger was played there
and his reputation somewhat ironically furthered by Schoenberg, whose
own earlier style, like that of Reger’s Meiningen-period works, was already
moving, with the popular bourgeois audience, into the movie houses. A
second-generation Reger pupil like Miklós Rózsa would soon, however, be
paradoxically mocking Reger as an old contrapuntalist, as conservative and
as dry as the critics who had scorned the Neuromantiker. Part of him may
indeed have been so inclined, but Reger might also have merited Rózsa’s
admiration as representing an intriguing link between the New German
programmaticists and the world of film music to come.
To illustrate my point I made an experiment which I shared with the
audience when I presented this paper in Leipzig. Amongst the recordings
generously sent to me in the wake of my invitation to that conference was
a CD of Reger performances from the dark and troubling 1940s, during
the Second World War. The recordings had been made by musicians who
had once worked alongside colleagues, many of whom had now escaped,
for obvious reasons, to Hollywood, where they might be found playing
in a similar style and with similar recording technology in movie-studio
orchestras. That CD included a wonderful performance of Eine Roman-
tische Suite under Fritz Lehmann, with the Radio Symphony Orchestra of
Brussels. The world of silent cinema seemed to be powerfully evoked, par-
ticularly by the ‘Notturno’.22 Rather than speculate vaguely about what
film music by Reger might have been like, I decided to experiment by mar-
rying this piece of Reger, in somewhat ‘schauerlich’ mode, with a famous
sequence from the 1925 Hollywood version of The Phantom of the Opera,
with Lon Chaney as the Phantom. The Rupert Julian film had in fact been
conceived by the German émigré Carl Laemmle, who was President of Uni-
versal Pictures. In the sequence in question, the young singer Christine,
21I expand upon this point in Peter Franklin, The Life of Mahler (Cambridge, Cam-
bridge University Press, 1997), pp. 150–154.
22See Professor Popp’s paper in this volume.
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who has been ‘coached’ by the unseen Phantom from behind the wall of her
dressing room, is finally lured by him into the subterranean depths of the
Paris Opera, where he lives, hiding his disfigured face behind a mask. His
love for the young singer is revealed as more tragic and altruistic than sug-
gested by the scary settings and the somnambulistic melodramatics of the
actress playing Christine – the ambivalence of the threat is of the essence
here.
Set to Reger’s music – of a kind that would have been common in 1920s
‘silent’ cinema – the sequence demonstrates how, pace Adorno and Eisler,
music and film can, and often did, subtly reveal things about each other
when brought together. Surviving orchestral scores for big-budget silent-
era films like D.W. Griffith’s Broken Blossoms and The Birth of a Nation
(1913 and 1915 respectively23) demonstrate that the influence of ‘compi-
lation’ scoring practice often led to scenes being accompanied by discrete
musical ‘numbers’ – some original, some drawn from the existing repertoire
of classical and lighter music – where concern for broad correlation with
settings and moods over-rode detailed attempts at the moment-by-moment
marriage of music to specific gestures or events within a structural unit of
the film (often marked at its beginning and end by screen-cards bearing
explanatory text). In practice, felicitous moments of correspondence were
achieved within these sections in orchestral scores; a lone pianist might
emphasize such correspondences through improvisatory responses to on-
screen events. Here Reger’s ‘cinematically’ mobile and subtly nuanced
music works remarkably well, with its kaleidoscopically shifting, and yet
unified, through-composed narrative style.
The start of the first movement of the ‘Notturno’ was matched to the
film at the moment where Christine slips through the mirrored door, just
evading her anxious protector, to encounter the Phantom in a trance-like
encounter that sees her being led ever deeper into his subterranean domain.
The result seemed to show how Reger might have appeared to respond with
increasing sympathy to the Phantom (whose hand appearing on her shoul-
der before we see his masked face could be read as pure melodramatic
horror), revealing complex and often tender feelings behind the mask. Ev-
23Carl Davis arranged and edited Louis Gottschalk’s early 1919 score for Broken Blos-
soms in 1983 (subsequently issued on DVD); an excellent source on Breil’s score for
The Birth of a Nation is Martin Miller Marks, Music in the Silent Film: Contexts
and Case Studies 1895–1924 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), Chapter 4,
pp. 109–166.
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ery stage of the descent seemed to be matched by an appropriate point
of articulation in the music. The original, full-orchestral score by Joseph
Breil is lost, but Reger’s ‘Notturno’ gives a flavour of how the multi-media
chemistry of film could work, demonstrating how subtle post-Wagnerian
music could work in ways far more sophisticated than stereotyped carica-
tures of ‘Mickey Mousing’ and crude mood painting would suggest. By the
same token, that chemistry heightens our response to the minutely-nuanced
affective richness of Reger’s music here, emphasizing how contingent and
ideologically constraining the notion of ‘absolute music’ really is, and was.
